The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 15, Year B

The Text: Ephesians 5:15-20

A man asked God, "What does a billion dollars mean to you, the One who is all powerful?" "Hardly a penny," God said. Then the man asked God: "And what are a thousand years to you?" God answered "Hardly a second!!" Thinking he was incredibly wise and had God backed into a corner, the man then said, "If that's the case, O, Lord give me a penny!!" "Sure," God replied. “In just a minute.”
The story reminds us of how wise we tend to think we are – wise that is, in the ways of the world. But true wisdom isn't about outsmarting God. Wisdom is living in and with God. Wisdom is being in Christ and surrounded by Christ. And yet the lives of God’s own people often suggest that we believe wisdom is about juggling daily 'pleasures' with spiritual 'duties'. As if true wisdom were about fooling God and those around us by our apparent holiness, all the while pursuing every form of earthly satisfaction and pleasure known to man regardless of the Lord’s urging.
St Paul’s words today build upon the ancient teaching of wisdom that had been a rich part of Israel’s history as the people of God. And now, as the people of God through faith in Christ, we are reminded of the call to live not as unwise, but as wise people. But in today’s mix of competing priorities it’s not always quite so clear what true wisdom actually is.
Some would say that wisdom shows itself in the lives of smart people who know a lot; or shrewd people who can get their own way; or successful people who have carefully worked to make their fortunes by negotiating all the complexities of this life. The more down to earth person might even say that wisdom is seen in those who live a happy and healthy life regardless of their financial circumstances. And yet none of this lines up with what St Paul is talking about today. These ‘forms’ of wisdom betray a dependence on worldly things whereby wisdom is proven by what you have or what you achieve or what you feel. As if wisdom where something within ourselves.

Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, says St Paul. Are our lives characterised by wise or unwise living? Are we pursuing nothing more than worldly wisdom? Are we so caught up in the expectations of our society, the desires of our hearts and the excuses of our generation that we can no longer see the difference between Godly wisdom and foolishness? 
But in many places, wisdom is often more concerned with how we’re feeling and the success we enjoy in this life, than with how faithful we’re being to God’s word and call. The ‘wise’ of our day and age are seen to be the high-flyers who often have little experience or real knowledge and yet who’s success has put them in positions of power and implied authority. For example, you don’t necessarily have to be wise to be a rock star, and yet so many of today’s musical stars see themselves as ambassadors of wisdom as they offer their great insights to the leaders of the nations and provide quick fix solutions to the troubles of the world. 
Such ‘wisdom’ is referred to in the Old Testament as folly as it leads people down the path of self dependence and a denial of our desperate need for Christ and His saving work. Today’s psalm reminds us that it’s actually ‘the fear of the Lord [that] is the beginning of wisdom.’ 
Here we’re told wisdom is not something that is centred in ourselves. It’s not concerned with how much we know or what we can do or how we feel. True wisdom has its origin in God and focuses us on how we stand before Him. And so our human abilities and accomplishments have nothing to do with how wise we are according to the Word of the Lord. In fact, if we live according to these things, we will find ourselves pursuing a life that is shaped by earthly priorities alone. Surely this is to be considered living as unwise not as wise – the very thing Paul calls us to be on guard against.
He says, ‘Do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.” 
From this it’s clear that true wisdom comes through understanding the will of the Lord. And His will is revealed to us as we are filled with the Holy Spirit through the hearing of His word—the word that brings with it the conviction of our sins as we are confronted with the Law, and the blessed assurance of the Gospel as we are wrapped up in the forgiving love of God poured out on the Cross for the life of the world. God’s will is that all people would be saved and come to a knowledge of the truth. And it is this will that is made known to us as the Holy Spirit fills us again and again as He comes to us in word and Sacrament. It is this will that makes us wise for salvation through faith in our Lord Jesus.
St Paul’s call for us to live not as foolish people, but as wise, is a call for us to be constantly filled with the Spirit-filled word so that our lives are ordered according to the will and ways of God. He calls us not to waste our days in drunkenness because this leads to a loss of conscience and bad decisions that has no time for praise and thanksgiving. 
But this contrasting of wise and unwise, of sober and drunk is not just some kind of moral imperative. Only our Lord Jesus was truly wise and so was able to live a life of perfect obedience and moral faithfulness. But for us, fellow sinners redeemed by the Lord, the call to wisdom is a call to recognise and accept our standing before God as poor, helpless sinners, to live in a state of repentance, and to rejoice with constant thanksgiving and praise as we recognise the forgiveness and life we have in Christ.
This wisdom is completely different from anything we’ll hear recommended by the gurus of our age. It’s a wisdom that is epitomised by the prophet Isaiah who could declare that all his righteous deeds were like filthy rags in the face of God’s holiness. It’s the wisdom of the tax collector who can’t even raise his face to heaven as he prays, “God have mercy on me a sinner.” It’s the wisdom of the single, healed leper who returns to Jesus to worship and praise Him for the life and healing He has given. 
We live as wise people when we come with thankful hearts to receive the banquet of forgiveness and life that has been prepared for us by the Living Bread who came down from heaven. Wise people know their need and they know where to go to it fulfilled. Wise people live with a knowledge of their sin and a confidence in where they can go for forgiveness; they live with the reality of death and the sure hope of eternal life through Christ our Lord.
Living the wise life does indeed involve seeking the guidance of God’s word as we try to live upright and holy lives in accordance with His will. But first and foremost you are wise if you live with a knowledge of your sin and your need for God’s continual forgiveness and regeneration. The foolish person is the one who believes that everything is OK, while they are up to their neck in sin and death.
May we always come into the Lord’s presence, confessing our sins and seeking His forgiveness and mercy, for this is the way of the wise. And when we live in this way, whether we’re an accomplished singer or a tone deaf droner, we can’t help but to sing and make music in our hearts to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.
